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I.

STATEMENT OF THE CASE

On March 24, 2009, the District Court issued a Decision and Order affirming in all
respects the decision of the Board of County Commissioners of Gooding County (hereinafter
"Board"), which denied medical indigency benefits to Megan Freeman, the applicantlpatient.
Saint Luke's Magic Valley Medical Center (hereinafter "St. Luke's") filed a timely appeal from
the District Court's decision.
11.

ARGUMENT

The issue of first impression before the Idaho Supreme Court is whether a board of
county commissioners may impute income to an applicant for medical indigency benefits when
the applicant is not working but able to work to pay hisker living expenses, including necessary
medical bills.

Effectively, the Court is being asked to fbrther interpret the definition of

"resources" found in Idaho Code

5 3 1-3502(17)' as well as "resources available" as used in the

definition of "medically indigent" found in Idaho Code 5 31-3502(1). Appellant herein does not
challenge any of the Board's findings per se but contests the Board's application and
interpretation of the medical indigency statutes to conclude that the Patient was not indigent.
A. Imputing income rccoenizes that applicants ap~lvingfor medical indipency
benefits are deemed to have an income. absent evidence of disability.
In the instant case, the Board heard evidence that only the Patient's husband, Robert
Freeman, was employed, and that the Freemans did "not have income or resources available . . .
sufficient to pay for necessary medical services." See Idaho Code 31-3502(1) & Supp. 2009.
Considering only the husband's income, reduced by the couple's expenses, the Board would have
been compelled to reach a finding that the Freemans were medically indigent. However, there

' Subsection (17) was renumbered as 31-3502(23) in Supp. 2009.
1

was additional evidence presented to the Board that the Patient was unemployed, having chosen
to discontinue working to be a stay-at-home-mother, who, according to her prior work history
and her testimony, was able to work at a full-time job earning at least minimum wage. In
computing the Freemans' "resources" available to pay the necessary medical bills, the Board
imputed income to the Patient which, when added to her husband's income was in excess of the
couple's monthly expenses, leaving disposable income in an amount sufficient to pay the
necessary medical bills over a five-year period. See Idaho Code Ej 31-3502(17) & Supp. 2009.
As a result, the Board denied the application for medical indigency benefits, upon a finding that
the Patient was not indigent.
The District Court affirmed the decision of the Board, relying in part on Carpenter v.

Twin Falls County, 107 Idaho 575,691 P.2d 1190 (1984) wherein the Supreme Court expressly
authorized that "the Commissioners were free to consider all the facts, including that Mr.
Carpenter was a healthy individual who had voluntary quit his job." Id at 585, 691 P.2d at 1200.
In Carpenter, the hospital argued that the Patient was medically indigent because at the time of
the hearing before the Commissioners, he had no income. Id. Here, the hospital argues that at
the time of the application, the Patient was working as a stay-at-home- mom and earning no
income; therefore, only the income of the Patient's husband is to be considered in determining
indigency.
Like Carpenter, the Patient in this case was a healthy individual who had voluntarily
ended her employment, in order to stay home with her children. The Court in Carpenter
assumed that Carpenter was capable of earning the income he was receiving before he quit his
job, but he was held nevertheless to be indigent. Id. Applying the same assumption-- that the
Patient here was capable of earning at least the income she had received before-- as the Board

found, the outcome after including the Patient's imputed income was that the Patient was not
indigent, as there was evidence of disposable income, which could be used to pay the medical
bills within the statutory timeframe.
The District Court did not read Carpenter to require the Patient to seek employment in
order to pay for her medical costs, as Appellant argues. (Appellant's Brief, p.11) Rather,
Carpenter provided authorization for county boards of commissioners to impute income in
determining resources available for payment of medical bills, albeit in dicta.'

In Sf.Alphonsus Reg7 Med Ctr. v. Ada County, ((Case No. CVOC0105089D in the Dishict Court of the Fourth
Judicial District in Ada County) (anached as Exhibit A hereto), the District Court reviewing a denial of medical
indigency benefits by the Ada County Board of Commissioners ruled:
The Court affirms Respondent's finding of fact that Petitioner was capable of maintaining a job for
$6.00 per hour. The evidence regarding Petitioner's age, education, and experience is
commensurate with an individual who earns $6.00 per hour. The Court further affirms
Respondent's calculations as to the income, expenditures, and discretionary income. The Court
subsequently affirms Respondent's conclusion that Mr. Whitten and his wife could retire the debt
within the three (3) year limit.

The District Court also relied on Jefferson County v. Eastern Idaho Reg'l Med. Ctr., (In

the Matter ofAckerman), 127 Idaho 495,903 P.2d 84 (1995), as further authorization for county
boards to consider the Patient's "lifestyle choices." Although admittedly, the lifestyle choices in

Ackerman related to discretionary expenses, lifestyle choices can logically and reasonably
include voluntary unemployment, resulting in insufficient resources with which to pay necessary
medical bills. Here, but for the Patient's discretionary decision not to find employment, the
Patient's resources are insufficient to pay her medical bills such that she is applying to have
county taxpayers bear the burden of payment. As stated in Ackerman,

"

the policy behind

providing medical indigency benefits. . . is not necessarily to assist people who have the financial
ability to pay were it not for ... the lifestyle choices they make." Id. at 498, 903 P.2d at 87.

Ackerman can be read to justify consideration of a patient's voluntary unemployment as a
"lifestyle choice," as the District Court in this case did.
Therefore, county boards are entitled to consider a Patient's ability to work outside the
home as part of its determination as to whether the Patient has "resources" to pay for necessary
medical expenses.

The Board in this case appropriately imputed income to the Patient and on

the expense side, deducted additional childcare and transportation costs before reaching its
determination that the Patient was not indigent. Further, to allow the imputation of income of a
patient/applicant who can work but is unemployed by choice upholds the policy of this State
"that each person, to the maximum extent possible, is responsible for his or her own medical
care." See Idaho Code 8 31-3501 & Supp. 2009.

B.

A Patient's abilih to work constitutes an available resource.

The Board before approving medical indigency benefits is tasked with determining
whether an applicant "together with his or her spouse . . . does not have income and other
resources available to him from whatever source sufficient to pay for necessary medical
services." Idaho Code

8

31-3502(1) & Supp. 2009.

The statutory language, which was in

existence at the time of Carpenter, supra, remained unchanged by the 1996 overhaul of the
medical indigency statutes. The Court in Carpenter did not limit the Board's consideration to the
fact that the applicant, who was employed at the time of the application, had quit his job and had
no income at the time of the hearing before the Board. The circumstances of Carpenter's
employment and earning capacity were deemed relevant to the Board's inquiry. Id. In the instant
case, the Patient's circumstances and the status of her employment are equally relevant.
The Court then interpreted "available" to mean a "present ability to pay the medical
expenses incurred within a reasonable time." Ackerman, 127 Idaho at 497, 903 P.2d at 86. The
definition of "resources," first added in 1996, reiterates the holding of Ackerman and reads in
part as follows: "Resources shall include the ability of an applicant and obligated persons to pay
for necessary medical services over a period of up to five (5) years." Idaho Code 5 31-3502(17)
& Supp. 2009.

In affirming the Board, the District Court here interpreted "ability to pay" to encompass
the Patient's ability to earn income. The facts found by the Board were that the Patient could
earn forty hours at minimum wage, which was not speculation, but a figure based on the income
she had earned when she left her employment. The Board also found the Patient was not
disabled. The Board's findings, which included calculations, also accounted for child care costs
and gas expenses that would be incurred if the Patient were to resume working under the same

conditions as when she previously was employed. Even without the finding including the tax
refund as a resource, the Board found there was disposable cash of $381.18 per month with
which the Patient could pay the medical bills over fifty-four (54) months at the monthly rate of
$359.63. There is substantial evidence that the Patient was not medically indigent, and that
finding should not be disturbed.
The standard of review of a court's interpretation of a statute and its application to the
facts is one of free review, where the primary function of the reviewing Court is to determine and
give effect to the legislative intent. St. Luke's Reg'l Med. Ctr., Ltd v. Bd. of County Comm 'rs of
Ada County, 146 Idaho 753, 755, 203 P.3d 683, 687 (2009). The reasonableness of imputing
income in the case of a healthy individual who is not working by choice, as urged by the
Respondent, Gooding County, and the underlying policy that persons incurring medical bills are
primarily responsible for payment therefor provide a strong argument for the Court to include as
a "resource" monies that the Patient would be earning were she not voluntarily unemployed. In
other words, the income is a "resource" available for the payment of medical expenses, if only
the Patient secures employment.
VI.

CONCLUSION

The Board's indigency determination is supported by substantial evidence in the record.
The Board's decision denying medical indigency benefits to the Patient is not in error and should

be affirmed by this Court.
DATED this e % a y of October 2009.
IDAHO ASSOCIATION OF COUNSTIES
By: GREG H. BOWER
Ada County Prosecuting Attorney
By:
deputy Prosecuting Attorney
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